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Using Technology
To Facilitate
Reading/Writing Connections

by Deborah Young and Anne E. Porter
Reading, writing, listening, and speaking
are interrelated. Direct instruction which
takes account of the connections among the
language arts increases the possibilities for
developing successful readers and writers.
Reading and writing should be natural
processes just as listening and speaking are.

that skill. If we create environments where
writing and reading are modelled and are
functional to the environment, children will
spontaneously develop basic skills necessary
to write and r~ad. The adults' job then
becomes that of a facilitator and guide rather
than that of a teacher.

Children learn to speak through listening
and participating in a variety of experiences.
When children are young, we worry little
about instructing them in proper grammar
and marvel at their inventiveness when they
create their own labels and descriptions of
things. As they become increasingly verbal,
children's language tends to reflect the
grammar and vocabulary they hear around
them. By the time children reach school age,
their spoken language is well developed.
They are very proficient at communicating
what's on their minds. Our task as teachers
with regard to spoken language is primarily
to refine and expand our children's verbal
communications skills.

How can technology foster emergent
literacy?
Technology can serve a very important
role in the development of interest in and
need for writing and reading skills, most
particularly by the kind of environment it can
provide. For the young child, technology can
function as a bridge between the child's
concrete experiences and the abstract
written communication of those experiences.
In order to interact with a computer, children
must construct meaning for the signs and
symbols to accomplish their goals in the
computer environment. Even three-year-olds
easily master the menus of the software
programs they enjoy. Whether interacting
with a graphic or a print-based menu, the
child understands that the symbols on the
screen represents choices and can be
interpreted with consistent results. With
carefully selected software, even the prereading child can use the computer as an
expressive medium, as Porter illustrates in her
article in this issue. She describes a setting for
young children which promotes development
in all of the language arts and in which
various forms of technology are used as tools
to encourage communication.

Can writing and reading develop as
naturally as speaking and listening? Perhaps
not, but they can develop in a much more
natural manner than most of our children
experience. The processes involved in learning
to understand and use spoken language to
communicate are much more complex than
the processes used to preserve communication
in written form. Normal children learn to
communicate verbally because they are
immersed in an environment that requires
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What happens beyond emergent literac.y?

the words in the list. If a word is not found in
the list, it is highlighted as a "suspect" word.
When a suspicious word is detected, most
checkers provide a list of possible words from
which the writer can choose the desired one.

A rich environment for reading and
writing should, of course, extend to all ages.
In terms of technology, however, most
classrooms have limited resources. But most
classrooms have a computer and a word
processor. Fortunately a word processor is a
powerful tool to assist learners in creating
and refining their written work and making
connections between reading and writing.

Computerized grammar and style checker
programs are also available. With current
software, only certain aspects of grammar
are checked, such as homonyms, sexist terms,
verb forms, and overused words. These
programs operate with a format similar to the
spelling checker, identifying possible problems
and providing choices for changes. Style
checkers alert writers to possible run-on
sentences, passage coherency as reflected
through the first sentence in each paragraph,
and length and variety of sentence structures.

A word processor is a software program
with which writers type their thoughts to the
computer screen. Writers can then reread
their documents and insert new text to clarify
meaning, delete text that does not make
sense, or move pieces of text around in
various orders. At any point, writers can save
their texts to a disk and print numerous
copies. No more eraser crumbs, no more
holes in the paper -- word processors provide
all writers with the means for producing
cleanly typed documents regardless of their
handwriting skills or the content being
presented. Since mistakes can be fixed easily
with a word processor, writers no longer have
to think about spelling and grammar as they
write. They need not be concerned about the
formation of their letters and the spacing of
words on the page. They can focus on their
ideas.

Would voices and pictures help, too?
Additional features on some word
processors are especially valuable for assisting
and motivating readers and writers. Some
word processors can "say" the typed
materials. The learner can ask the computer
to pronounce letters, words, or passages. To
get this effect, a speech synthesizer must be
added to the computer to simulate the human
voice.
Other word processor-type programs
have graphics libraries from which the writer
can select pictures to add to their texts. The
pictures can be printed along with the stories.
Printed documents need not be limmited to
individual stories with one picture and its
related text. Learners might collaborate on
their writings or they might develop a
classroom magazine or newspaper to which
each writer or team of writers contributes an
article. Publishing programs are available
which make it possible to format text in
columns, add pictures in various locations,
and even print in colors.

In general, writers tend to write more text
when they use a word processor than when
using pencil and paper. Writing more text
does not necessarily mean that the materia I is
better written; it does mean that more
thoughts are captured and consequently
writers have more text to organize and
elaborate upon. Word processors do not
teach revising and editing; teachers must
model and guide learners through these
processes. In addition, teachers must prepare
lesson activities in which learners realize the
connections between reading and writing.

How do word processors facilitate reading/
writing connections?

What about spelling and grammar?

The best use of word processing is for
drafting and revising thoughts, feelings, and
ideas. Teachers who promote the writing
process and use language experience
activities within their classrooms will find that
word processors can easily be integrated
within the curriculum. The successful use of

Although spelling and grammar are not
of concern during drafting, they are important.
How can technology help writers with these
mechanics? Spelling checkers are available
for most word processors. Spelling checkers
are essentially word lists. The checker
compares each word in the document with

continued on page 12
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computer screens which can be paged
through in the same order as the book. As the
children select (by clicking with the mouse)
various props, scenery, and people on the
screen, characters become animated and
props and scenery can be moved or
eliminated. There is also an area of the
program the children can go to which serves
as a library of all the props, scenery, and
characters used in the story. From this library
the children can add items to any scene
(screen). This particular feature has generated
a great deal of oral language and discussion
of stories. For example, one child was working
with a screen that had a background of an
outdoor scene. Another child said, "Oh, let's
have a block party!" The child at the
keyboard then added many more characters
to the scene to create a party. The group of
children at the computer spent about ten
minutes talking about all they knew about
block parties. It's almost as though these
children are using this program as a graphicsbased story construction set. Another child
has discovered she can begin with a blank
background and have a great deal more
freedom in constructing her scenes. Of
course, her discovery has also spread through
the children's grapevine.

children and small groups. This learning
center facilitates problem solving, oral
language, sharing and turn-taking strategies,
and introduces written language in a
functional, context-based manner.
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The children are also very excited about
being able to print out in color the scenes they
create. We have suggested that they could
also dictate the story that goes with their
scene, as they do in their regular journals. The
scenes print out in a small and a large size.
The large size prints on the top half of a page,
leaving the bottom half available for their
dictation or invented spelling. There is also a
text component to Explore-a-Story. This
aspect does not appear to be as attractive to
four- and five-year old children as the
graphics components, but may well be more
attractive to older children.

word processing depends more upon teachers'
understanding of the principles of reading
and writing processes than upon their being
technologists.
In addition to their primary use in
composing original texts, word processors
can be used in more structured ways to
provide direct instruction with particular
strategies, as described in the article by
Young in this issue. Suggestions include
activities for collecting, organizing, and
summarizing information, constructing and
punctuating coherent texts, and extending
vocabulary.

In summary, our children are very
comfortable with the computer both as a
tutor and a tool. They have little difficulty
with the traditional (QWERY) keyboard, the
mouse, or figuring out new software. They see
the computer as a natural part of their
environment.Teachers see the computer as a
learning center that attracts both individual
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